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KEITH COFFMAN

Mr. Coffman gives a brief biographical background, describing the size
of his family, working on the family's farm and entered the military. He
mentions stories and tales his grandparents would relate to him as a
child, Christmas time in his family and different stories about various
barnyard animals. He talks about going to the Greenbrier Valley State
Fair, of making homemade ice cream and concludes with how he met
his wife.
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Oral Hist01y of Appalachia:
Interviewed: C. Keith Coffman
Interviewer: Ashley Brown
November 14, 1999

Brown: Hello. TI1is is my grandfather, Keith Coffinan, and he will be telling us some stories about
his childhood and his waT experiences. Okay, let's start with how you were born, like everyone's telling me
to ask you. You were born in the sitting room?

Cotlinan: I was born in Frankfort, \Vest Virginia in a home that was originally built by Colonel
John Stewart, who is noted as tl1e father of Greenbrier county. 'vVe had a \Vonderful place there, huge brick

home; tl1ere were five ofus in ilie family ... and we all worked for my dad on ilie farm

Brown: Okay, tell about how you were tl1e only child in a family of seven.

Coffman: I ahNays tell people I was an only child in a family of five [oh, five-sorry] Comction.
My oldest broilier ,vas fourteen years older ilian I, tl1e next one was twelve years old, and tl1e next one was
ten years older and then the younger one was five years younger. One of the older ones was manied when
she \Vas eighteen and took my youngest brother to baby-sit her child so I essentially grew up by myself
I walked to school after my older members ofmy family graduated-up to tlrnt time, I rode
horseback to school. We lived two and a half miles from town. When my next oldest graduated, my moilier
refused to let me go to tmvn anymore to the school, because she didn' t want me contaminated by ilie big
city of about 150 people. So I had to walk cross-country to a little one-room school down in ilie south of
ilie farrn. I didn 't ride ilien becau,e there were too many gates to get off and open. When I went to high
school, I \vent back to ilie big city of 150 people and I would ride when it was raining, but the rest ofilie
time, I walked.
After I got out of high school, I joined ilie Air Force and went ilirough World War II and served
for a good many years and then I got out later and taught school until I retired several years ago.
Incidentally, I received my fvfaster' s degree from iviarshall University and wrote a good many papers on
folklore for Dr. Tyson while I was iliere. I also had Dr. Mitchell and Dr. Sullivan for instr11ctors while I was
tl1ere.

Brown: Tell about all ilie nasty tilings you did to ilie fowl on your farm

Coffman: Oh, as a kid I used to carry chickens up into the top of the barn and throw them out to
see how far they could 11y. In fact, some ofmy friends and I used to do this as a gmne. We'd measure the
distance that the different chickens we threw out would fly and that way we'd tell who won the game. Also,
I used to bore a hole through a grain of com, tie a fishing line to it, throw it out with the rest of the chicken
feed, and one would swallow it, and I' cl work with him like I was fishing till I could pull him up and catch
him. Another interesting thing I used to do was I lea rned when I was just a boy that when a rooster

stretches his neck to crow, he can't stop. So I used to rush at him ,vhen he was on a fence, knock him off
the fence to hear what kind of weird sound he'd make while he was falling and mnning and crowing at the
same time.
I loved to ride horseback. My father gave me a beautifnl mare colt when I was just ten ye,irs old.
She was a golden sorrel with two white front feet and a blaze face and a gold mane and tail. She was the
beauty of the neighborhood. No one ever rode her but me until after I went away to the service. But when I
came back, my mother told me I had to get rid of her because we had sold all the other horses and she
didn't want the responsibility of taking care of one horse on the farm. So I hunted up a guy whom I knew
would take good care of her and sold her to him. About three years later, I was back', I drove by his farm
and saw her out in the field, and I parked the car and walked up to the fence and whistled and she threw her
head up and galloped over to me and put her head over my shoulder, and I rea lly never felt more like crying
in my life
I don't know what has happened to her, I know she· s dead now many years, but I don't know
whether she had any colts or not.

Brown: The horse 's name was Coltie. I think he said that, I'm not sure. Um ... tell about-tell about
Squeaky.

Coffman: Oh, Squeak-y was a little kitten that I raised, who followed me around everywhere that I
went, rode on my shoulder, met me when I came home from school, was really a pal of mine- Another
thing I want to mention, I did a great deal of work in folklore when I was at Marshall, and I quoted a great

I
deal from an old gentlemim who came to our farm to live when I was real small; my father always said had
he been an educated man, he would have been a ,vorld famous comedi,1n because he had the best timing of

a comic as anybody in the world, and he had something he could throw in for every situation that occuned.
He was a master of handling the punchline. Told all kinds of stories and no matter what happened, he had
something that ·would fit the situation. Used to tell about the old farmer who had a big explosion at his
place one morning and everybody rushed over to see what had happened , asked him what had caused the
explosion and he said he'd been to town the day before and bought a bag of that layer bust chicken feed and
the rooster got some of it.
He also told a story about the rooster that fell in love with the duck and drowned while trying to
learn how to swim. There was a farmer he used to tell about who would go to work in the fields and call to
his wife bring him a drink of water by firing his rifle into the air and the poor old thing ran herself to death
the day the squirrel season opened. And then there was the story he used to tell about the hog that got the
fella that was blasting stumps out with dynamite, one of his hogs came along and ate a stick of it and
wandered into the barnyard got kicked by a mule, blew the whole side of the barn out, killed the mule, and
in the farmer's very own words, was "one of the sickest hogs in the neighborhood for about a week that you
ever saw."
\\'ho knows what a fairydiddle is? A fai1ycliddle is a small, red squirrel that's known for his speed.
And the story is that there were two boys playing in the woods one day and ran a fairydiddle into a hollmv
log and since they had no weapons but a stick apiece, they ran to each different, each one to a different end
of the log and when the fairydiddle would stick his head out, they'd hit at him with it and he ' d nm to the
other end and stick his head out and the other one would hit at him; he got to rnnning back and forth so fast
that he had his head and tail sticking out of both ends at the same time, and they killed four fairydiddles out
of the same log.
Then there were the two boys that were out one night and heard this terrible noise, and they crept
up on it and found out it was a log so crooked it couldn't lie still.

Brown: you could read one of those in its entirety, couldn't you? .. 'Cause they're pretty funny. Um,just
choose one. (One ofthese stories?] Yeah.

Coffman: Says, ''Every hill fami ly owned one or more dogs , rn,ually of the hound variety. These
dogs ranked high in family esteem As one individual sa.id to another, ,vho had just moved into the
neighborhood, he'd ' taken care c,fhis hound5 and then seen to the comfort of his women and kids. ' There
was one of these characters vvho used to boast of mvning the best hound dog ever bom. Th.is old hound was
so good that it seemed it was only necessary to show him a hide stretchin' board and he' cl go out and catch
a coon to fit it. Well, since it appears there, s alway s a bad side to every story, one day the old dog got into
the house and saw the farmer 's wife take the ironin' board down and the dog, thinking the ironing board
was an oversized stretching board left to catch a coon to fit it and has never been heard of since.''
Then there's the story of the grandmother who used to run rabbits down just for exercise. The
story goes that she'd always run alongside the rabbit and feel its sides to see if it was fat before she picked
itup.

Brown: You were going to tell me about Squeak·y but then you didn't. Tell me about-which one
of your brothers really liked to drive and how he got a car and he would always drive you around places
and stuff.? No, you were telling me that just a few days ago .

C offrnan: I think she's talking about the fact that I didn ' t like to drive, and my yo1mger brother
did, so everywhere we went I always let him do the d1iving.

Brown: End it? ... no, I don' t really think it 's been long enough to end. Here, he's going to tell
another story. Th.is is a little less than professional. Um, I wr,s actually going to have him speak a little bit
about his experiences in \Vorld \Var II.

Coffman: My experiences in \Vorld War II she's talking about- I served in the China Burma India
theatre for three years during World War II. I was with the first group of Americans to go into that part of
the world during that period of time, and during the course ofmy travels lik e that I had spent ninety-six
days on a troop ship sixty-four going over and thirty-four coming back .. . SL"-iy-two coming over and thirty-

four coming back, and in the process sailed all the way around the world by the way of South Afiica and
southern Australia.
I wanted to tell you a story about a neighbor-lady of ours who was very superstijjous and she told
these things for honest-to-goodness truth. She had a granddaughter of whom she was very proud. This is
from one of the articles I wrote for Marshall University. It's titled The Token (lDeath.
The lady had a little granddaughter of whom she was very pr011d. Vv'hen the child came to visit her
grandmother, she liked to sit on a large cushion that lay on one encl of the living room sofa. She'd sit there
for long periods of time and look out the window at the country scenery. The child's home was in a city.
The child became very ill during the spring that she was five. This, of course, worried everyone, inch1cling
the grandmother. One afternoon, several months after the child became ill, the grandmother was sitting in
her living room thinking about the sick child when a bird 11ew in through the open window and landed on
the very sofa cu shion ,vhere the child had loved to sit. The bird sat there for a moment, then uttered a
strange cry and died. The lady learned a few clays later that her granddaughter had died at exactly the same
time the bird had died on the child's favorite sofa cushion. The lady believes sincerely that the bird was the
child's spirit sayirlg goodbye to her grandmother. This lady told for truth; this is not just a wild story. \v'hat
truth there is in it, what validity there is in it I don't know, but she believed it sincerely.

Brown: Tell about the ghost bride.

Coffman: This is a story that my folks used to tell everybody when they came in and I don·t know
that there· s any truth in it whatsoever, but the house where I told you I was born was built around I 796. It
was a huge brick house, and all the petitions inside the home were brick and it could be a rather ee rie ty pe
of place if you would allow it to get to you.
Behind the house, down in the grotto, there was a cave. Back in the cave there was a foITTJation
created by dripping water that could be translated into the foITTJ of a woman with her back to you in early
eighteenth centmy dress. Nm,v the story that they told was that she was a girl who was born and raised in
this house. And she had had her wedding day set, but for some reason the groom never showed up, and she
supposedly ran dmvn to the cave and died of a broken heart, and this was supposed to be her petrified

figure standing back in the cave. The stah1e is still there for anyone who wants to crawl back in the cave
and look at it, but I don't really think there ever was a woman connected ,vith it.

Brown: Didn't you say that when some of your relatives died you would smell roses and things?
Or you told me a lot of those stories like that when I was little, maybe just to amuse me though.

Coffinan : Oh, what she's talking about I'm sure is my grandmother, who stayed with us when I
was real small passed away and of course the funeral. ... the body lay and stayed in the parlor in the house
for some time, and people sent :flowers in. So as a small child I used to associate this smell of these flowers
with death. So vvhen I'd get a wiff of them rd think that somebody had died in the neighborhood. That was
just a child fantasy, of course.

Brown: Hmm, that' s no fun . Let me think ... oh, tell about how you every Christmas that lady
would be nice to you and in the dim e store, and she would let you ...

Coffinan: There was a little general store in town, this town, huge town of 150 population, and she
used to give me candy when I'd go in, and always at Christmas she' d pick me up and carry me aromd to
the toy section of the general store and ask me what I would like tc1 have. I'd pick out something, and it
would always be under the Christmas tree at the church Christmas services tliat year. One year, she carried
me arouond and I saw this nice carpenter set. Rather expensive by those ... in those days. So I pointed that
out. My mother just gave me fits for picking out such an e;,,,-pensive toy on the way home, but the night of
the Christmas services, the little carpenter" s box was mder the tree ,vith my name on it.

Brown: Let me see .. tell me about your fast novel. Frontier boys in the ..

Coffinan: My grandmother, who passed away early as I told you taught me to read, early. And I
read my first novel when I was five years old. I don't rem~mber the author's name, but the title ofit was
Frontier Boys in the Rockies . And I remember that he was trapped in a barn, and there were two pages

missing, and ,vhen I got over that, he was out of the barn and I've always wondered how he managed to get
out. I've tried to find copies of it in recent years, but have been unable to do so.
Brown: You're interested in the history ofour family, aren't you? Could you tell a little bit about
that maybe?

Coffrnan: I don't know whether I should talk about family history or not. I've always been told
that don't shake your family tree too hard; you don't know what might fall out. But, background, the mtITle
Coffman comes from Germany originally. The first one came over in 1687, was a trouser-knitter, or 'Nhat
we'd call a tailor now. But most ofmy ancestors came from the British Isles. Ireland, England and Scotiancl
primarily. I've been trying to find some sources one branch of the family and have not been able to be ve1y
successful in recent years. This particular branch of the family I thought came from Scotland, but I've
learned since they came from Wales. My mother's side came from \Vales; her first ancestor to come to this
country was John Thomas \Villiams, whose ... for whom the little town of Williamsburg, West Virginia, is
named. He was killed by Chief Cornstalk when he made the ... what they called the Clendinin raid through
West Virginia, the Clenclinin massacre. They massacred the Clendinin family and then crossed over into
what's now tl1e Williamsburg section and killed my mother's ancestor Williams. Before they took his wife
and daughter and two sons captive. They were captives of the Indians in the Chillicothee, Ohio area for
about nvo years before they managed to get back.

Brown: Did you mention the Gwyns?

Coffman: We also come down from a family named Gwyns who came from \Vales. They served
in the Revolutionary War and he was -- the one that we come dovvn from-- was in a, served in the battle of
Point Pleasant here in \Vest Virginia .

Brown: Tell about the famous Coffman wagon.

r

Coffinan: In the museum in Lewisburg, West Virginia, there 's an old Conestoga wagon. They
have a separate building which contains it , behind the historical museum in Lewisburg. It's a Conestoga
wagon, the type of which there are only five left in existence in the world and this is the oldest of the five.
And this wagon is the wagon that my family came from Millersburg, Pennsylvania to Greenbrier county,
\Vest Virginia in in 1788. The whole story of the wagon is there at the museum with the wagon.

Brown: Could you give us a little more detail about all of your war stuff, like how you went over
on the boat and all the funny stories about your friends and things .. there, uh, all the things you've told me
over the years . Maybe?

Coffman: There wasn't much fun story about the trip overseas. I went over on a troop ship, the
S.S. Brazil, which left Charleston, South Carolina on March the nineteenth, 1942. Incidentally, I got on the
ship on March l 7'h 1942, which was my birthday. Now, I've always said that this was my birthday present
from Uncle Sam was a three year trip around the world. I spent 62 days on the Brazil and 34 on the General

Mitchell, which s&iled out of Bombay, India around southern Australia, and up to Guadal Canal and b&ck
by Hawaii &nd into S&n Diego, California. And oh yes, I didn't tell you how I got over there, either. I went
from Charleston, South Carolina to S&n Juan, Puerto Rico to Freetown, Africa to Capetown Port Elizabeth
to Durbin to the Straits of Madagascar &nd into Carachi, India. From there I went, after about SL'< weeks
there I went up to a place called Agra, A-G-R-A, where the Taj Mahal is located, &nd that's where my base
was for three yeflfs. We had the largest overhaul depot of its type in the world located there . We serviced
all the ships, airships, that served in the CBI theatre, which incident&lly is known as "the forgotten theatre."
\Ve had over a half-million men there. We were the first soldiers to stop the Japanese adv&nce rmy,vhere in
the world held them for two years till they decided to send us enough materials and men to pu5h them out
of the country. I was with the Air Force, and made a number of trips over what's called "the Hump" from
India to China. I've l&nded in Kun Ming, Guilin, Lingling, Liuliang, Chingtu, and a number of other places
that are unpronounceable. Down in Burma I was in Chabwa, Dinjan, and a number of bases down there that
we flew out of across the Hump.

8

Brown: Tell about the little ice cream experience.

Coffman: I think I'll conclude with that [no, don't conclude, there ·s still lots to tell 1]. Uh, she
wants to know about the ice cream experience. I've always loved ice cream. Vv'hen I was a little boy, my
mother belonged to the Ladies' Aid Society of the Methodist church and they met about once a month, and
I refused to go to any of them because I had to get dressed up anci behave myself for an hour , afternoon,
but there was a :Vfrs. Watts who always served homemade ice cream. I liked ice cream so well that I would
actually get dressed up and behave myself for an afternoon to get the ice cream there. My mother always
told me that, "now when Mrs. Watts asks you if you'd like a second helping, you 're to say 'no thank you,
ma' am' ." If she wasn't looking I ahvays said 'yes, ma ' am," cause I liked ice cream real well.
\Veil, when we got to India, I didn't get any ice cream for about two years. Then the Red Cross
came through with an ice cream making machine, stopped at our base, and we would line up and had our
names checked off because we were only allowed nvo dippers at a time ... or only allowed two dippers,
period. It happened to be raining that day, but the sun had come out hot; there was water puddles all over
the place. I waited in line till I got my ice cream, they put it in my canteen cup, and I turned around and
raced for some shade so I could get into that, and on the way my canteen cup tripped over and I dropped
my ice cream in a puddle of water. I never felt more like crying in my life. [except when Coltie put her .. ]
Except when my horse put her head over my shoulder.

Bro,vn: Could you tell, um- don't conclude just yet. Tell about hmv you used to go to the movies,
in Lewisburg or Frankfort, or the city of 150 [there was no theater there] Oh, I thought you went to the

movies [ no, that was in Lewisburg] Oh, so you went to the movies in Le,visburg. Guzzler's gin and
stuff. .. [there· s no story connected to that] Oh, okay.

Coffimm: There's no story connected with the movie but I do remember one time going to the fair,
which is now the State Fair- it was the Greenbrier Valley Fair then-with two ofmy friends. We
hitchhiked. It was about fifteen miles away, I guess. And it was the last night, so we decided we'd stay late.
We missed a lot of rides by so doing, but we decided to stay, and about two o' clock we had to go home.

There \Vas nobody left to ride with. We looked all ::irnuncl, but we started walking, we thumbed at every car
th::it went by, but none of them stopped. \Ve walked the whole fifteen miles home. It was just getting
daylight when I got home, and instead of going straight to bed and taking it easy, my father was getting
ready to milk , so he gathered me up and I went to the milk-pen with him and helped milk that morning
before I got any breakfast, and I don't recall I even got to bed until that night, because I had to work all that
clay.

Brown: Could you tell about how you met my grandmother? How you think you met her? Like
when you were five years old and saw her riding around on somebody's foot? You don't want to tell that?
[No, I don't want to talk about that] Okay, let's see .. I had another one .. Oh, about when you were w::ilking
home in that big group of people and somebody scared you?

Coffman: She's talking about how several ofrny friends and I when we were small used to go visit
this place, but corning back we had to go by this deserted house which we thought was haunted. And we
had to walk fairly close to it, and of course everybody w,1s scared, so it was just like the nucleus of an atom.
Everybody was trying to walk in the middle. And everybody was real close- it was almost a lockstep walk
across the top of the hill, then when we passed the house everybody'd break into a nm and nm to the foot
of the hill on the other side.

Brown: Could you tell me about, did you ever play games as a little boy besides chickens and
things, doing mean things to chickens? Anything you ' cl w,1nt to tell about?(N o] Well, then, do you want to
stop? We've been almost a h,Jf an hour. Okay. This concludes my interview. He's had a ve1y interesting
life, he's just not very open about it today. ls there anything you want to say to the future generations? No?
Okay, well, that does it.

